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Hermetic/Cabalistic
Ritual in Christopher
Marlowe�s Doctor Faustus

Dana Winters

The Latin verse in Christopher Marlowe�s The Tragicall History of the Life
and Death of Doctor Faustus (Doctor Faustus) serves multiple purposes.
The Latin verse intensifies the psychological effect of the play on its
audience, and it is used as a way to mock the Christian Church and
Christian ritual practices during the English Reformation. When all of
the fragments of verse are extracted from the play and put together in
the order that the verses first appear within the text, the excerpts create
a Hermetic/Cabalistic ritual, one that includes a statement of ritual
intent, a conjuration, an excommunication, and a period of ritual ecstasy.
Finally, further examination of the embedded ritual reveals that it is
significantly influenced by the writings of Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa
von Nettesheim, the renowned Renaissance occultist and magician.

Before exploring the Latin verse in Doctor Faustus and revealing how it
forms a hidden ritual, it is necessary to examine the lives of Marlowe
and Agrippa. The life of Marlowe, his upbringing, education, and later
career as a spy not only bring to light the type of individual Marlowe
was, but the reasons why Marlowe would embed a ritual in his play.
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Meanwhile, an examination of the life of Agrippa will reveal that
Marlowe had an intimate knowledge of the writings and life of the
occultist. Once the connection between Marlowe and Agrippa is
established, it then becomes easier to expose Agrippa�s work as a major
influence on Marlowe�s play and the Latin verse within the text.

Marlowe was born in Saint George�s in Canterbury, England, in 1564,
the son of the cobbler John Marlowe and his wife Katherine (Honan
2005, p. 372). He was the second of nine children and died when he
was twenty-nine years old (Honan 2005, p. 372). Marlowe�s family was
by no means wealthy, but as a son, he was given the best education
possible. There are no official records of Marlowe�s early education
but it is surmised that Marlowe attended a petty school where he learned
the alphabet and numbers (Honan 2005, p. 31). In The World of
Christopher Marlowe, David Riggs (2004, p. 25) points out the primary
purpose of petty school attendance for boys: petty school readied them
to learn about God and to be responsible and, more importantly, obedient
members of society. The curriculum was defined by whoever reigned
at the time, and the tradition of defining the curriculum began with
Henry VIII. The texts deemed required reading included the �The ABC,
The ABC of Catechism, the Apostles Creed, The Lord�s Prayer, The Ten
Commandments, and A Primer or Book of Private Prayer,� all of which had
to be learned via rote memorization (Riggs, p. 26). During the years
when Marlowe is thought to have attended petty school he had very
few texts available to him: his father owned only a Bible (Honan 2005,
p. 34). Access to texts was severely limited in Canterbury until the
early 1570s, and the literature that Marlowe had access to includes
several narratives, leaflets, and verses (Honan 2005, p. 34). Marlowe�s
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exposure to religious works increased as he continued his education.
He became familiar with a variety of religious rites and attended church
regularly.

Marlowe attended grammar school in 1572 where he was first exposed
to Latin (Honan 2005, pp. 45-46). In 1578, Marlowe entered King�s
School after receiving a scholarship (Honan 2005, p. 39). At King�s
School, Marlowe was required to recite all prayers in Latin, as well as to
attend high mass every Sunday, saint�s day and religious festival, thereby
giving him a familiarity with Church rituals and practices (Riggs 2004,
p. 28). In The Cambridge History of Early Modern English Literature, David
Loewenstein (2002, p. 44) states that boys in attendance at grammar
school would begin an extensive study of Latin so that they could later
study �select Latin authors.� Edward VI and Elizabeth I insisted that
William Lyly�s Latin Grammar become the �Royal Grammar,� and
Marlowe would have been taught Latin from such a text (Loewenstein
2002, p. 44). Marlowe was also exposed to the poetry of Ovid and
Virgil, and he would have been required to memorize specific rules for
creating poetic verse. Marlowe was required �to write controversiae, arguing
one perspective of a particular topic, then the opposite perspective�
(Honan 2005, p. 55). Marlowe also learned imitatio, the act of utilizing
other texts in order to create a new work (Honan 2005, p. 55).
Ultimately, it is in King�s School that the playwright learned how to rely
on the works of others to create new compelling works of his own, a
method common among writers during the Renaissance.

Following King�s School, Marlowe would spend just over six years at
the Corpus Christi College in Cambridge where he mastered Greek and
Latin and had his first exposure to Aristotle with access to Leroy�s
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Exposition upon Aristotle�s Politics (Honan 2005, p. 71). The influence of
Aristotle would eventually be reflected in Marlowe�s future works,
including Doctor Faustus. While there is some evidence related to
Marlowe�s attendance at Corpus Christi, some of his time at the college
remains ambiguous. In �Marlowe�s Lives,� Jeffery Meyers (2003, pp.
468-69) explains that there is a level of uncertainty about Marlowe�s
activities while in attendance at the college. There is evidence that
Marlowe had intimate associations with secret agents, and he had an
inexplicable absence from the college in 1587 (Meyers 2003, p. 468).
Marlowe also suddenly had more money than could be explained; when
he returned to Corpus Christi, the playwright had the funds for expensive
clothing (Meyers 2003, p. 468). Further, Marlowe barely escaped several
legal issues, which he could not have done without the assistance of
influential patrons. He had been arrested several times for getting into
violent public fights, and after being arrested for coining, he was denied
his Master�s, that is, until the Privy Council interceded for him (Meyers
2003, pp. 468-69). Marlowe�s chief patron was Thomas Walsingham
(Honan 2005, p. 5). In Christopher Marlowe and the Renaissance of Tragedy,
Douglas Cole (1995, p. 7) explains that Thomas Walsingham was the
second cousin of Sir Francis Walsingham, the head of Elizabeth�s
intelligence service, and it is surmised that Marlowe met Walsingham
while working for the intelligence service as a spy. In light of such
evidence many scholars have concluded that Marlowe had become a
spy for England while he was still in attendance at Corpus Christi.

While Marlowe received a strict education, the religious instruction he
received was equally strict. During the Renaissance it was by the King�s
order that Marlowe received certain religious teachings: �In 1536, Henry
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VIII ordered that every parent must educate both children and servants
in terms of specific religious instruction (Riggs 2004, p. 20). Marlowe
was made to understand that disobedience was unacceptable and was
considered a terrible vice (Honan 2005, p. 34). Marlowe �had an early
taste of the ease with which Scripture [could] be used to quell popular
dissent� (Honan 2005, p 34). Religious instruction during the
Renaissance was not only for spiritual guidance and enlightenment but
was also an effective means for controlling the masses.

Marlowe authored both poems and plays and was well-known for his
offensive and sometimes derisive writing. According to Park Honan
(2005, p. 3), �He could be outrageously insulting or perverse in his
jokes or taunts . . .�. In later years, many of Marlowe�s contemporaries
criticized his blasphemous works and behaviors. Riggs reveals the
numerous accusations made against Marlowe pertaining to his
blasphemous behavior by noting some of the commentary produced by
contemporaries of Marlowe. Robert Greene was noted to have said:
��if the famous gracer of tragedians did not repent his blasphemies,
God would soon strike him down�� (Riggs 2004, p. 1). Also, Richard
Baines, another contemporary of Marlowe and a member of Queen
Elizabeth�s Privy Council, argued that Marlowe was an �atheist, a
counterfeiter, and �a consumer of boys and tobacco�� (Riggs 2004, p.
2). While many of Marlowe�s contemporaries criticized his work,
Marlowe belonged to an elite group of male writers who shared ideas
with each other and acted as a support system for one another.

Many writers during the English Renaissance belonged to a coterie, a
group of individuals, in this case a group of writers, which, as described
in the Oxford Concise Dictionary of Literary Terms (2001, p. 52), is a group
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that shared their work with one another. Marlowe was a member of
such a group; he shared a writing room with the author of The Spanish
Tragedy, Thomas Kyd, as well as Sir Walter Ralegh [sic], and Henry Percy,
also known as the �Wizard Earl of Northumberland� (Honan 2005, p.
2). In Renaissance Magic and the Return of the Golden Age: The Occult Tradition
and Marlowe, Jonson, and Shakespeare, John S. Mebane points out the
significant influence that Marlowe�s coterie members had on Marlowe
and his work. The coterie made Marlowe �intensely aware� of the
occult tradition and made clear the debate between conventional
authorities and the new wisdom people were looking to in order to
understand and control the natural world (Mebane 1989, pp. 113-14).
While Marlowe�s coterie influenced the playwright�s writing, it is also
clear that Marlowe became familiar with the writings of Heinrich
Cornelius Agrippa, and the occultist�s work was equally influential.

Agrippa was a renowned scholar from Cologne, Germany, who studied
law, medicine, and alchemy (Kastan 2005, p. 226). He produced a
profound literary work entitled De Occulta Philosophiae (De Occulta), a
three-volume work started in 1510, that maintained and supported the
existence and practice of the magical arts (Kastan 2005, p. 226). In The
Language of Demons and Angels: Cornelius Agrippa�s Occult Philosophy,
Christopher Lehrich (2003, p. 2) explains the extraordinary influence
that Agrippa had on Renaissance thinkers by describing him as �the
touchstone, if not the key, to the mysteries of Renaissance magic.�
The original De Occulta contained three books on the philosophy of
magic and, in the sixteenth century, a fourth book was erroneously
attributed to him that resulted in Agrippa being recognized as a magician
of the black arts (Lehrich 2003, p. 1), particularly the art of necromancy.
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Necromancy can include divination, sorcery, witchcraft, enchantment
and communication with the deceased (OED Online 1989).
Interestingly, while De Occulta was a text about magic, some scholars
question Agrippa�s belief in the validity of the occult.

In Hegel and the Hermetic Tradition, Glenn Alexander Magee (2001, p. 33)
reveals how Agrippa�s work preceding De Occulta stirred a debate about
his beliefs in the validity of the occult. In 1530, Agrippa wrote De
vanitate scientiarum (The Vanity of the Sciences) and imparted a skeptical
attitude toward all sciences, including those of the occult (Magee 2001,
p. 33). Yet, in 1510 Agrippa beganDe Occulta, a work that was published
twenty years later in 1533 and was based on the Cabala (Magee 2001,
pp. 32-33). At first it may seem that Agrippa�s works and beliefs in the
magical arts were duplicitous. InGiordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition,
J. B. Trapp explains why Agrippa wrote a work discrediting the occult
sciences twenty years before he created a work that advocates the practice
and philosophy of magic. De vanitate scientiarum is a device, one many
occultists used when writing about magic: in the event of theological
disapprobation, the author could turn to previously established work or
statements made in them that contradicted the occult literature produced
(Trapp 2002, p. 147). It is believed thatDe vanitate scientiarum was written
as a preventive measure, a work that Agrippa could turn to if De Occulta
led to accusations of heresy.

Agrippa studied the Cabala as well as Hermetic texts and De Occulta is a
merging of the two schools of thought. In The Occult Philosophy in the
Elizabethan Age, Frances Yates (1979, p. 44) asserts that De Occulta can
be �classed as a Christian Cabala.� In �Jews at the Time of the
Renaissance,� Arthur M. Lesley (1999, p. 845) explains that while the
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Cabala was a Jewish tradition that evolved over several centuries, the
Cabala was later adapted by Christians and viewed as an �ancient esoteric
discipline�. Agrippa relied heavily on the works of the occult writers
that came before him and he was thoroughly familiar with the Cabala as
well as the Hermetic tradition (Yates 1979, p. 46). Essentially, Agrippa
established a text that united both Hermetic and Cabalistic beliefs.

De Occulta is a volume of work that focuses on the elements, their
properties, and the use of natural, celestial, and ceremonial magic.
Agrippa describes the universe as being made of three realms: the
intellectual, the celestial, and the elemental, and he explains how each
realm influences the realm beneath it, asserting that angels reside above
the intellectual realm (Trapp 2002, p. 147). Angels influence the
intellectual realm, the intellectual influences the celestial realm, and
the celestial realm influences the elemental realm (Trapp 2002, p. 147).
Agrippa believed that God influenced all the worlds by descending
through them, and that man could ascend through and could tap into
the virtues of the higher realms (Trapp 2002, p. 147). The Cabala is a
form of mysticism that provides the practitioner with a method for
contemplating God and knowing Him; it is also a form of �operative
magic� that involves the use of the Hebrew language to invoke angels
and to perform magical works (Trapp 2002, pp. 99-100). De Occulta is
an instructional text conveying the practices of Cabalistic Mysticism: it
defines a way for man to tap into the Divine and to use its power to
manipulate the natural world.

While some of the magical practices Agrippa advocated are spiritually
benign, not all of the magic described in De Occulta is positive. In some
instances, Agrippa focuses on the practice of demonic magic despite
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the fact that much of De Occulta emphasizes virtuous and honorable
intent (Trapp 2002, p. 149). The type of magical practices that can be
derived from Agrippa�s De Occulta rely on the virtues of the magician: if
the magician has good intentions, then the outcome of any practice
produced in accordance to Agrippa�s text will be good; if the intentions
of the magician are evil, then the result of a magician�s workings will
also be evil.

The evil magic that is presented in Agrippa�s De Occulta is present in
Marlowe�s play. Doctor John Faustus is a doctor of divinity who has
grown weary of traditional academic teachings: law, medicine,
philosophy, and religion (Marlowe 1987, act 1, scene 1). He casts all of
the teachings aside so that he can embrace the occult arts. Cornelius
and Valdes are two characters in the play that teach Faustus the art of
conjuring (Marlowe 1987, act1, scene1). When he is alone, Faustus
conjures a demon, Mephistopheles, and signs a pact. His signature
consents to the exchange of his soul for twenty-four years on earth with
Mephistopheles to provide him with whatever he desires (Marlowe 1987,
act 1, scene 3). When the twenty-four years have ended, Faustus will
be taken to Hell forever (Marlowe 1987, act 1, scene 3). Mephistopheles
brings Faustus women, spells, enchantments, and gives him power
(Marlowe 1987, act 2, scene1). Continuously tempted by devils and
magic, Faustus fails to repent and to ask God for forgiveness. Even
after he is approached by an old man and told to repent, Faustus still
does not turn to God (Marlowe 1987, act 5, scene1). As Faustus�s
twenty-four years draw nearer to the time when he is to be taken to
Hell, his regrets increase (Marlowe 1987, act 5, scene1). He later
confesses to the other scholars what he has done, and just beforemidnight
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on the last day of the twenty-fourth year, Faustus curses himself and
Lucifer for having deprived him entry into Heaven (Marlowe 1987, act
5, scene 2). At midnight, Faustus is taken to Hell to suffer eternal
torment (Marlowe 1987, act 5, scene 2). Ultimately, Doctor Faustus is a
morality play about a man who sells his soul for knowledge and power.

Two lines in Doctor Faustus clearly indicate Marlowe�s familiarity with
Agrippa. When Faustus asks Cornelius and Valdes how to properly
work magic, he aspires to be like Agrippa: �Will be as cunning as Agrippa
was, / Whose shadows made all Europe honor him� (Marlowe 1987,
act 1, scene1). Faustus also has friends who are practiced in the art of
conjuring, one of them named Cornelius. InNecromantic Books: Christopher
Marlowe, Doctor Faustus, and Agrippa of Nettesheim, Gareth Roberts (1996,
p. 150) explains how Marlowe first encountered Agrippa�s work. Upon
his death in 1576, Matthew Parker left his copy of De Occulta to Corpus
Christi College, Cambridge, where Christopher Marlowe was a student
(Roberts 1996, p. 150). Agrippa�s influence on Marlowe�s work is evident
throughout the play, in Faustus�s character, and is most evident in the
Latin verse.

The characterization of Faustus matches the qualifications a magician
must have in order to master the magical arts as set forth by Agrippa.
As mentioned earlier, Faustus is a doctor of divinity, and the Latin
verse reveals Faustus�s familiarity with philosophy, medicine, and law.
Agrippa asserts (1651, p. 5): �Whosoever therefore is desirous to study
in this Faculty, if he be not skilled in naturall Philosophy . . .
Mathematicks . . . Stars . . . [and] Theologie . . . he cannot be possibly
able to understand the rationality of Magick.� Since Faustus is depicted
as a doctor of divinity with significant learning, the characterization
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suggests that Faustus has enough knowledge to fully understand the
workings of magic and the consequences of its practice.

Much of the magical teachings within Agrippa�s De Occulta appear in
Marlowe�s Doctor Faustus, which was written and rewritten, resulting in
two separate and distinct texts (Kastan 2005, p. ix). The texts are
currently defined as the A-text and the B-text, the A-text written circa
1590 and first published in 1604, and the B-text written twelve years
after the original publication of the play, in 1616 (Kastan 2005, p. ix).
The text used for the purpose of this study is the A-text, published in
1604. The differences between the texts must be duly noted; the A-
text has 1,517 lines and was printed by Thomas Bushell; it is suggested
that Bushell derived the text from Marlowe�s original drafts (Kastan
2005, p. ix). The B-text has an additional 600 lines in its composition
added after the rights to the play were obtained by John Wright (Kastan
2005, p. ix). Evidence suggests that the additional 600 lines of the play
are not Marlowe�s original writing: in Philip Henslowe�s Diary on
November 22, 1602, there is an entry about a payment made to two
different playwrights, Samuel Rowley andWilliam Byrd, to make changes
to the play, specifically for the 600 additional lines (Kastan 2005, p. ix).
Ultimately, the A-Text is considered a less adulterated version of
Marlowe�s play.

While the plays differ from one rewrite to the next, the Latin verse
within each text varies little. The reader should also note that there are
several verses in languages other than Latin that appear in the text that
have been omitted during the process of the present analysis for clarity�s
sake. In the B-text, there are additional segments of Latin that do not
appear in the A-text and have been subsequently omitted for this analysis.
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Interestingly, there are thirty-three separate passages of Latin derived
from the A-Text that remain for analysis. The fact that there are only
thirty-three passages of Latin available in the A-Text suggests that
Marlowe may have purposefully inserted thirty-three lines to allude to
the age of Christ when he was crucified.

On the following pages, a table of the Latin in the play has been produced
for easier analysis. The verse is organized into four separate sections:
the Expression of Intent, the Conjuration, the Excommunication, and
a Period of Ritual Ecstasy.

Table 1:

Latin Verse in the A-Text of Marlowe�s The Tragicall
History of Doctor Faustus1
______________________________________________________________________________
Latin Verse followed by English translation

Expression of Intent:
�Bene dissere est finis logices.�
�The purpose of logic is to argue well.�

�Ubi desinit philosophus ibi incipit medicus.�
�Where the philosopher ends, the physician begins.�

�Summum bonum medicinae sanitas.�
�Health is the greatest good of medicine.�

�Si una eademque res legatur duobus, / Alter rem, alter valorem, rei, etc.�
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�If the one and the same thing is bequeathed to two people, one shall
have the thing itself, the other the value of the thing, and so forth.�

�Exhaereditare filium non potest pater, nisi, etc.�
�A father may not disinherit his son unless��

�Stipendium peccati mors est. Ha! Stipendum, etc.�
�The wages of sin are death�

�Si pecasse negamus fallimur, / et nulla est in nobis veritas.�
�If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is
not in us.�

The Conjuration:
�Sic probo.�
�Thus I prove.�

�Corpus natural?�
�Natural body?�

�Mobile?�
�Able to move?�

Sint mihi dei Acherontis propittii Valeat numen triplex Jehovae! Ignei, aerii,
aquatici, spiritus salvete! Orientis princeps, Belzebub inferni ardentis monarcha,
et Demogorgon, propitiamus vos, ut appareat, et surgat, Mephistopheles. Quid tu
moraris? Per Jehovam, Gehannam, et consecratam acqam quam nunc spargo,
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signumque crucis quod nunc facio, et per vota nostra, ipse nunc surgat nobis dicatus
Mephistopheles.�

�May the gods of Acheron be generous to me! Away with the threefold
power of Jehovah! Hail spirits of fire, earth, and water! The prince of
the East, Beelzebub, monarch of burning hell, and Demogorgon, we
beseech you that Mephistopheles may rise and appear. �Why do you
delay? By Jehovah, Gehenna, and the holy water I now sprinkle, and by
the sign of the cross that I now make, and by our vows, may
Mephistopheles himself now rise at our command.�

�Quin redis, Mephistopheles fratis imagine.�
�Why don�t you come back, Mephistopheles, in the shape of a friar?�

�per accidens;�
�The occasion but not the efficient cause;�

�Qui mihi discipulus.�
�You who are my pupil.�

�Quasi vestigiis nostris insistere.�
�As if to follow in our footsteps.�

�Veni, veni, Mephostophile!�
�Come, come, Mephostophile!�
�Solmen miseris, socios habuisse doloris.�
�To the unhappy it is a comfort to have had the company in misfortune.�
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�Consummatum est;�
�It is finished;�

Excommunication:
�Homo, fuge!�
�Man, flee!�

�Situ et tempore?�
�In space and time?�

�intelligentia?�
�Intelligence?� (The Angelic influence believed to move the planets).

�Per inaequalem motum,respectu totius.�
�Because of unequal movement with respect to the whole.�

�Summun bonum. . .�
�Greatest good . . .�

�Maledicat Dominus!�
�May the Lord curse him!�

�Maledicat Dominus!�
�May the Lord curse him!�

�Maledicat Dominus!�
�May the Lord curse him!�
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�Maledicat Dominus!�
�May the Lord curse him!�

�Maledicat Dominus et omnies Sancti!�
�May the Lord curse him and all of his saints!�

Ritual Ecstasy
�Ecce signum!�
�Behold the proof!�

Nomine Domine!
�The name of God.�

�Peccatum peccatorum!�
�Sin of sins!�

�Misericordia pro nobis!�
�Pity for us!

�O lente, lente, currite noctis equi.�
�O run slowly, slowly, you horses of the night.�

The first nine lines of Latin in the play create an expression of ritual
intent where Faustus is establishing a specific state of mind. Agrippa
(1651, p. 175) asserts: �We must therefore in every work, and application
of things, affect vehemently, imagine, hope, and believe strongly . . .�.
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In the first nine lines of Latin verse, Faustus is expressing his intent
while simultaneously reinforcing his belief in the validity and power of
magic. In �The Orthodox Christian Framework in Marlowe�s Faustus,�
Joseph Westlund (1963, p. 192) asserts that Faustus �means to portray
a psychological attitude.� Faustus expresses the disheartening
acknowledgement that his current studies of philosophy, medicine, law,
and religion are not giving him the satisfaction he craves, and he yearns
for power beyond that which is offered through his studies. Thus, Faustus
reveals his discontent with logic, medicine, law, and religion and reveals
his intent to use esoteric practices to realize his desire for power.

As Faustus alludes to philosophy he rejects all Aristotelian and anti-
Aristotelian logic, finding that the concept of logic is not sensational
enough: he refuses to believe that life�s goal is to argue any issue logically
(Marlowe 1987, act 1, scene1). Faustus spurns the art of medicine
when he reviews a book by Galen (Marlowe 1987, act 1, scene1). In
Ancient Medicine, Vivian Nutton (2004, p. 222) explains that Galen, a
physician, was �indebted� to Aristotelian ideas. By viewing the works
of Ramus, Aristotle, and Galen, Faustus is abandoning the teachings
offered by the greatest Christian minds and preparing to embrace occult
teachings.

The lines of Latin that follow the allusions to Ramus and Aristotle
allude to Justinian�s Institutes, the Roman Emperor responsible for the
codification of Roman law (Kastan 2005, p. 8 n. 27). Faustus refers to
the laws set forth by Justinian as �too servile and illiberal� (Marlowe
1987, act 1, scene1). His denunciation of the law is followed by the
hope that The Bible will offer him knowledge and the power that he
seeks (Marlowe 1987, act 1, scene 1). Yet, Faustus finds divinity too
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harsh in its teachings (Marlowe 1987, act 1, scene 1), and he prepares
to denounce The Bible.

Two biblical verses follow the allusions to Justinian: the first is derived
from Romans 6:23, and the second verse allude to 1 John 1:8 (Kastan
2005, p. 8 n. 41). Yet, the passage derived from Romans 6:23 is only a
partial quotation and is therefore incomplete in terms of its intended
meaning, and the verse derived from 1 John 1:8 is also incomplete in
terms of its meaning because the original intent of the passage is missing
without the accompanying line from 1 John 1:9. While Faustus speaks
of death as the price for sin, the biblical passage in the book of Romans
also explains that �God gives freely, and his gift is eternal life in union
with Christ Jesus our Lord� (Rom. 6.23). Also, despite the fact that 1
John 1:8 has been quoted correctly, verse 1 John 1:9 states that �If we
confess our sins, he is just and may be trusted to forgive our sins and
cleanse us from every kind of wrong doing.� While Faustus
acknowledges the consequences for sinning, he refuses to acknowledge
that he can be cleansed or forgiven. Mebane (1989, p. 114) asserts that
Faustus �willfully misinterprets the Scriptures� for his own purposes:
he wants to praise his intelligence,� to liberate himself from the
�restraints of orthodoxy� and to avoid facing his �human limitations.�
Since Faustus is a theologian and a scholar, it is unlikely that he would
misquote biblical verse without intent. To stray from the correct
quotation forces the verse to become a profane instrument, a crude
inversion, and a tool to support the state of mind that Faustus has set
out to establish.

Emile Durkheim (1967, p. 58) in The Elementary Forms of the Religious
argues that in many magic rituals, what is considered sacred is made
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profane: �Magic takes a sort of professional pleasure in profaning holy
things; in its rites, it performs the contrary of the religious ceremony.�
To deliberately misconstrue the meaning of the Scriptures, Faustus is
blasphemous: he perverts the original meaning of the biblical verses he
examines and turns the sacred word into a tool that serves his own
purposes. Faustus is casting God�s grace aside and using Scripture as a
way to affirm his disdain for biblical teachings.

Faustus turns away from the mundane issues of logic, medicine, and
law in search of consummate power (Marlowe 1987, act 1, scene 1). In
De Occulta, Agrippa (1651, p. 127) writes of men with similar intent:
�some men may elevate themselves above the powers of their body,
and above their sensitive powers; and . . . receive into themselves . . . a
divine vigour.� Agrippa (1651, pp. 139-140) also writes about the eleven
passions of the mind; the occultist�s assertions suggest that the mind is
moved to various states of passion including anger, boldness, desire,
despair, fear, grief, hatred, hope, horror, joy, or love. Agrippa argues
that all things conform to the mind of a magician �who is carried into a
great excess of any passion� (Mebane 1989, p. 199). More importantly,
Agrippa (1651, p. 149) explains that a �constancy of mind� is vital to
every magical task: �Therefore he that works in Magick, must be of a
constant belief, be credulous, and not at all doubt the obtaining the
effect.� Faustus is making his motivation and purpose clear, casting
aside the notion of being a good doctor, and setting out to embrace the
evil that accompanies excessive ambition and desire.

The conjuration follows the expression of ritual intent. After Faustus
establishes a constancy of mind, the conjuration of Mephistopheles
commences and is the moment when Faustus decides to prove the



Issue 5 - Journal for the Academic Study of Magic 89

validity of the magical arts. The use of the phrase �Natural body�
suggests that Faustus is seeking the proper astrological alignments and
magical correspondences to conduct his rite. InDe OccultaAgrippa writes
(1651, p. 69): �Now if thou desirest to receive vertue from any part of
the World, or from any Star, thou shalt . . . come under its peculiar
influence . . . .� Faustus then calls upon the �gods of Acheron,� the
gods that reign over the Acheron River in Hell, as described in Dante
Alighieri�s Inferno (1999, p. 59), �the gloomy shores of / Acheron�. �In
Agrippa�s (1651, p. A2) address �To the Reader,� found at the beginning
of De Occulta, the magician advises that �the gate of Acheron is in this
book; if it speak stones, let them take heed that it beat not out their
brains�. Immediately following his plea to the gods of Acheron, Faustus
further casts aside the grace of God and invokes the powers of fire,
earth, and water to aid him in his working. In doing so, he is drawing on
the power of the elements to empower his magic. One may wonder
why Faustus does not call upon the element of air to aid in his rite; as
noted in De Occulta, Agrippa writes (1651, p. 161) that the element of
air was considered the glue that bound all of the other elements together.
It was therefore unnecessary to invoke the element of air, as its powers
would be present due to the conjuration of the first three elements.

Following the invocation of the elements, Faustus calls upon Beelzebub.
In De Occulta, Agrippa (1651, p. 398) calls Beelzebub a false god:
�Therefore the first of these are those which are called false gods . . .�
In Faustus�s invocation to Beelzebub he uses the words �we� and �our,�
despite the fact that he is working his magical rite alone. Faustus
therefore relies on the �royal we.� In Talking Power: The Politics of Language
in Our Lives,Robin Tolmach Lakoff (1990, p. 183) explains that �language
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often metaphorically equates numbers and power,� and that the �royal
we, used by kings and queens to refer to themselves, suggests their
largeness, their figurative majesty.� Faustus�s use of the �royal we�
may be a play onGod�s representation in The Bible: �Let us make human
beings in our image, after our likeness . . . (Gen. 1:26). The use of the
�royal we� suggests that Faustus aspires to be a god, and he is already
speaking like God. During the conjuration, Faustus seems to become
intoxicated by his increasing power.

After the invocation of the elements, Faustus calls upon the demon
Mephistopheles and questions his delay. First, it should be noted that
Faustus calls on Mephistopheles specifically by name. Agrippa argues
the power of names and words, both written and spoken, in De Occulta:
�[It is in] this very voice, or word, or name framed, with its Articles,
that the power of the thing as it were some kind of life, lies under the
form of the signification� (1651, p. 153). Faustus seeks to control
Mephistopheles, to have the demon do his bidding, and he uses the
demon�s proper name to call him. Secondly, Mephistopheles� appearance
is delayed, and the delay is seemingly due to Faustus�s momentary doubt
in his magical abilities; in the Latin verse that precedes the conjuration,
Faustus uses questioning phrases; the questions seem to display some
doubt on the part of Faustus, and the delay of Mephistopheles�
appearance is congruent with his doubt. Faustus�s constancy of mind
is momentarily wavering and his hesitancy may be the cause for the
delay in the demon�s arrival. To further affirm his state of mind, Faustus
acts sacrilegiously: he sprinkles holy water and makes the sign of the
cross. In doing so, Faustus is not only mocking Christ, but he is also
mocking the Church�s practice of blessing with holy water. Agrippa
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argued that �Very great also is the vertue of [water] . . . in the Religious
Worship of God, in expiations, and purifications . . . Infinite are the
benefits . . . being that by vertue of which all things subsist, are generated,
nourished and increased� (Agrippa 1651, p. 12). Faustus sprinkles the
holy water during a profane act against God, and it is a maneuver that
makes his conjuration successful.

Once Mephistopheles appears, his shape is not pleasing to Faustus and
he requests that the demon return in the likeness of a friar. Agrippa
(1651, p. 402) argued that �angels are incorporeal, and even evil angels
. . . assume bodies sometimes, which after a while they put off again . .
.�. It is here that Marlowe once again mocks religious officials: Robert
Ornstein (1968, p. 1383) in �Marlowe and God: The tragic Theology
of Dr. Faustus� argues that Marlowe views the Church as �a place of
superficial rites and false authorities�. Thus, the passage serves as a
method for mocking the church by associating demons with clergy.

The lines that follow Faustus�s demand that Mephistopheles return allude
to the poem Carmen de Moribus (Song of Death) by William Lily (Kastan
2005, p. 18 n. 15). The English translation of the poem at The Holy
Cross Collegewebsite encourages young boys to pay respect to their teacher
and to avoid lackadaisical behavior: �flee your bed in the morning, shake
off soft sleep� (Ziobro 2007). Faustus beckons Mephistopheles for a
third time, and the allusion to Lily�s poem suggests that Faustus demands
that the demon appear quickly. �As if to follow in our footsteps� also
alludes to Carmen de Moribus, specifically to the line, �I am unwilling
that you follow such crooked footsteps of habit lest, at length, you bear
worthy gains from these deeds� (Ziobro 2007). The latter line suggests
that one should be virtuous in all things, unless there is much to gain in
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the act of being immoral. Agrippa (1651, pp. 555-56) makes a similar
argument in De Occulta: �But ye . . . sons of base ignorance . . . come not
nigh our writings . . . ye may err and fall headlong into misery.� Faustus
is behaving immorally by conjuring a demon to gain power beyond his
human limitations. The allusion to the poem could be Faustus�s
justification and an attempt to quiet his conscience.

Since Faustus has turned away God�s grace, his sense of goodness has
all but disappeared. Faustus indicates his misery. In De Occulta, Agrippa
asserts that working with negative magic produces negative effects:
�Then the celestial influences, otherwise of themselves good, are made
hurtfull to us . . . Then Saturn darteth down anguish, tediousnes,
melancholy,madnes, sadnes [sic] . . . stirrings of Divels [devils]� (Agrippa
1651, p. 470). Faustus has brought about his own misery, and the only
comfort he can find is in the company of those that are as miserable as
he is, in this case the company of Mephistopheles, a demon damned to
Hell.

Faustus signs a pact, giving his soul freely to Satan. As pointed out by
Barbara Joan Hunt (1985, p. 111) in The Paradox of Christian Tragedy, �It
is finished� is John 19:30 and was the last words of Christ during the
crucifixion. Hunt (1985, p. 111) further argues that, �Marlowe is satirizing
Christianity . . . or he is underscoring Faustus� diabolical perversion of
the Christian world . . .�. Faustus uses the words to announce that the
conjuration is complete, and that his magical working has been
successful.

The excommunication follows the conjuration. Faustus�s signs a pact
with Mephistopheles and Lucifer, and the allusions to two biblical
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passages, Timothy 6:11 and Psalms 139:7-8 (Kastan 2005, p. 23 n. 73),
suggest that Faustus is fully aware of the consequences of his actions.
The verse, �But you, man of God, must shun all that, and pursue justice,
piety, integrity, love, fortitude and gentleness,� suggests that Faustus
should turn away from his pursuits (Tim. 6:11). Similarly, �Where can
I escape from your spirit, where flee from your presence? If I climb up
to heaven, you are there; if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there� (Ps.
139:7-8), suggest that Faustus has opened his reality to Hell, that he is
essentially in Hell, but that he cannot escape the will of God or his
guilty conscience.

In the excommunication rite the term �Maledicat Dominus� appears five
times. Agrippa, a firm believer in numerology and the magic of
mathematics, argues that the number five represents the crucifixion of
Christ as well as the �five principle wounds of Christ,� and �the Seal of
the Holy Ghost� (Agrippa 1651, p. 188). Further, Agrippa also notes
the number five�s negative aspects and argues that it is associated with
the five corporeal torments in the infernal world: �deadly bitterness,
horrible howling, terrible darkness, unquenchable heat, and a piercing
stink� (Agrippa 1651, p. 190). Thomas B. Stroup in �Rituals in
Marlowe�s Plays� asserts that, �[in] a ritual in which an oath provides a
contract . . . a prayer may be a malediction� (1986, p. 27). The repetitive
use of Maledicat Dominus is an imitation of the �Papal curse by bell,
book, and candle� (Stroup 1986, p. 35). Faustus�s words are a clear
acceptance of evil and the devil as �Lord.� Finally, �Summum bonum�
translates as �Greatest good,� which is followed by the cursing, and it is
as if the ritual�s intent is to rid Faustus�s spirit of goodness and to silence
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his conscience. At this point in the ritual, Faustus has reached a point
of utter damnation.

Following the excommunication, the ritual moves into a period of ritual
ecstasy. Faustus successfully conjures Mephistopheles and has proven
his ability to work magical arts. Faustus is using the name of God in his
magical practice and, once again, he is depicted as mocking Christ. While
using the name of God irreverently in a magical rite can be viewed as a
blasphemous act, Faustus is also attempting to achieve ritual ecstasy
and to prolong the climax of the ritual. In The Mystical Experience in
Abraham Abulafia, Moshe Idel explains that just before ritual ecstasy
can be experienced the practitioner envisions the letters of the �Divine
Name� and �the vision of the letters is the final stage of the ecstatic
process� (1988, p. 34). Idel further asserts that: �the Name of God [is]
the principal means for connection with Him; in its view, the recitation
of God�s Name during worship brings about the unification of the
worshipper with God Himself through the very act of pronouncing�
(1988, p. 42). In a mystical experience, ecstasy is achieved when the
practitioner achieves a trance-like state, one in which the soul leaves
the body and communes with God (Trapp 2002, p. 106). During a
moment of ritual ecstasy, a practitioner would feel the celestial power
of the forces he is working with; in Faustus�s case, the doctor would be
intoxicated by unadulterated evil.

Faustus�s desire to prolong the ritual ecstasy is evident in �O run slowly,
slowly, you horses of the night,� a verse borrowed from Ovid�s Amores
(Kastan 2005, p. 50 n. 70). Marlowe, in an undated work, translated
Ovid�s poetry, and this particular line appears in Book I, Elegy XIII: Ad
Auroram ne properet. In the poem, the narrator addresses Aurora, the
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goddess of the dawn and pleads with her to slow the coming of the
morning so that he can have more time with his lover: �Hold in thy
rosie horses that they move not� (Marlowe 1987, act 1, scene 13). In
Classical Myths in English Literature, Dan S. Norton and Peters Rushton
(1952, p. 35) explain that Helios is the god of the sun, and he drives a
horse-drawn chariot that brings in the sun each morning. Aurora is a
Roman goddess based on the Greek goddess Eos, the goddess
responsible for opening the gates of the heavens to allow Helios to
bring in the new day (Norton & Rushton 1952, p. 35). Hence, the line
that appears in Doctor Faustus that alludes to Ovid�s Amores indicates
that the doctor seeks to prolong the night or the ritual experience.

It is clear that a ritual is embedded in Doctor Faustus, and the reasons
why Marlowe chose to embed a ritual are numerous. Marlowe grew up
during a period of societal disorder. The instability of the Church was
evident in Renaissance England: from 1547 to 1558, the religious
inclination changed every time a new ruler took over the throne (Riggs
2004, p. 15). Marlowe therefore �mocked religion intentionally, while
at the same time paying honor to its sacred teachings� (Honan 2005, p.
31). Marlowe lived during a time period that was also extremely violent.
In his adolescence, Marlowe became familiar with the price of heresy
as he observed condemned men carted past his home to Oaten Hill, the
Canterbury gallows (Riggs 2004, p. 14). In his adulthood, the playwright
would be continuously reminded of the danger of heretical ideas and
beliefs: Marlowe attended the same school as Francis Kett and had
encountered him on several occasions (Honan 2005, p. 79). Kett was a
Fellow at Corpus Christi and a man that would later deny the divinity
of Christ, be convicted of heresy, and be sentenced by the bishop of
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Norwich to be burned in a ditch (Honan 2005, p. 79). Thus, Marlowe
knew full well the penalty of heresy, death being its drastic consequence.
Marlowe may have been concerned about being charged with heresy
and therefore fragmented the ritual within the text.

Marlowe was no stranger to English law having been arrested three
times in 1592 for various acts of violence (Meyers 2003, p. 468).
Interestingly, Meyers also points out Marlowe�s incredible familiarity
with the Privy Council; in 1593, Thomas Kyd accused Marlowe of
atheism �under �pains and undeserved tortures,� and Marlowe, in turn,
was forced to report to the Privy Council on a daily basis� (2003, p.
468). What�s even more striking about Marlowe�s arrest record is that
he was always released. Meyers contends that Marlowe had influential
connections in the secret service, helping him to continually escape the
full consequence of English law (2003, p. 468). Nevertheless, if
Marlowe had made the inclusion of a ritual obvious within the play, he
may have faced legal issues with the potential for extreme legal
ramifications, despite his prestigious connections.

Concerned with being charged with heresy, Marlowe alsomay have feared
censorship by the Privy Council. In �Marlowe�s Cambridge Years and
the Writing of Doctor Faustus,� G. M. Pinciss clearly defines why
Marlowe might have encrypted the ritual within the text instead of
keeping it completely intact: �In November 1589 the Privy Council
requested that the Archbishop Whitgift appoint a someone to assist the
Master of the Revels in screening plays� (1993, p. 260). Since Marlowe�s
plays were staged, it is safe to conclude that they �did not defy the
censors, however much it might have ruffled the feathers of one or
another religious position� (Pinciss 1993, p. 260). The playwright was
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skilled when it came to writing about issues of serious debate, doing so
in such a way that would allow him to reveal the issue in its entirety
while still managing to avoid Privy Council censorship (Pinciss 1993, p.
260). It can be argued that if the play focused too heavily on occult
subjects, the play not only risked censorship at the hands of the Privy
Council, but Marlowe also risked imprisonment or death.

While Marlowe may have been concerned about censorship or being
accused of heresy, he was probably equally concerned with being
accused of atheism: �During Marlowe�s lifetime, atheism�became the
�sin of sins�� (Riggs 2004, p. 30). During the English Renaissance,
atheism was a similar but different crime from heresy, heresy being the
older of the two crimes (Riggs 2004, p. 30). An act of heresy was a
crime that involved the disputation of the existence of God and it also
denied God�s ability to intervene in one�s life via the actions of the Son
and the Holy Ghost (Riggs 2004, p. 30). In contrast, atheism was a
crime where the individual rejected the idea that the soul was immortal,
denied that heaven andHell existed at all, and also denied the �operations
of Providence� (Riggs 2004, p. 30). If Doctor Faustus seemed to convey
the ideas of an Atheist the Privy Council might have censored the play
and charged Marlowe with the crime of atheism.

Despite the fact that Marlowe faced a number of issues if he included
a complete ritual in Doctor Faustus, he clearly included a ritual within the
text, even though its form is fragmented. Mebane suggests that Doctor
Faustus contains a dual theme. In Art and Magic in Marlowe, Jonson, and
Shakespeare: The Occult Tradition in Dr. Faustus, The Alchemist, and the Tempest,
John Mebane states (1975, p. 91): �It is a tragedy, and like many genuine
tragedies it is founded upon a conflict between two irreconcilable systems
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of value, each of which has at least partial validity and a genuine claim
to our allegiance.� It is possible to consider the play as revealing the
character of Faustus as one turning away from God and working against
all Christian teachings, but the hidden Latin ritual may be representative
of the esoteric teachings of the Renaissance period. The two opposing
�irreconcilable systems� are innovatively inserted into the body of the
play, the linear sequence of the play�s action or plot being equivalent to
the Christian understandings of the period, and the fragmented Latin
verse equating to the secret understandings of Renaissance magicians.

While Marlowe may have feared legal repercussions for including a ritual
in Doctor Faustus, it is possible that he was merely maintaining dramatic
conventions. Stroup contends that it was a common practice for
Renaissance writers to embed hidden material and further argues that
Christian ritual can be altered and mixed with magical charms so that
�the alert theatre-goer would get the fearful implication� (1986, p. 32).
If the playwright was going to examine controversial issues through his
work, and if he was to successfully get his plays staged, he was going to
have to mask certain subjects in order to keep them from being a future
source of trouble for him.

Marlowe often examined issues that were prevalent in Renaissance
society and Marlowe�s religious views were, in some part, based on the
teachings of his father. John Marlowe may have been one of the
influences for the way the playwright wrote about Christian and anti-
Christian thought: Christopher�s father possessed a �wary detachment�
toward the community and religious practices (Riggs 2004, p. 16). As
proof of John Marlowe�s deficient religious practices, there is evidence
that in 1569 churchwards paid a visit to Christopher�s father and cited
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the shoemaker: ��for that he cometh not to church as he ought to do��
(Riggs 2004, p. 22). Riggs also asserts that: �Communities provide the
mirror in which they learn to recognize themselves,� and further suggests
that Marlowe, being the son of immigrants, spent his life �on the margin
of the community . . . in a place where . . . religious beliefs were constantly
being discredited� (2004, p. 16). Perhaps it is Marlowe�s detachment
from the community and its religious structure, in conjunction with the
instability of the Church that gave Marlowe his unique views of religion
and God. Marlowe�s writing gave him a place to explore both sides of
prominent religious issues during the Renaissance.

Marlowe still may have had other reasons for fragmenting the ritual in
Doctor Faustus. In De Occulta, Agrippa writes: �Therefore . . . we have
folded up the truth of this science with many Enigmaes, and dispersed
it in divers places, for we have not hidden it from the wise, but from the
wicked and ungodly . . .� (Agrippa 1651, p. 556). According to the
Renaissance magician, true occult wisdom must remain hidden from
the unwise or from those that have no familiarity with magic. It is
possible that Marlowe fragmented the Latin verse to keep the ritual
hidden from those whomight attempt to use it or from those who would
not truly understand its teachings.

In conclusion, when the passages of Latin in Marlowe�s Doctor Faustus
are extracted from the play and put together in the order that they first
appear, an embedded Hermetic/Cabalistic ritual containing a statement
of ritual intent, a conjuration, an excommunication, and a period of
ritual ecstasy become evident. In an effort to mock the Church, Marlowe
cleverly embedded the text and thereby avoided the censorship of the
Privy Council, as well as any legal ramifications he might have faced.



100 Journal for the Academic Study of Magic - Issue 5

Finally, Marlowe relied heavily on Agrippa�s De Occulta to create a play
that embodies both Christian and Christian Cabalistic understandings.

Notes
1 Christopher Marlowe, Doctor Faustus: A Two-Text Edition (A-Text,

1604; B-Text, 1616) Contexts and Sources Criticism, ed. David Scott
Kastan (New York: W.W. Norton, 2005) 1-52.
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